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Abstract  
In recent decades, post-colonial theory has allowed for scholars to re-contextualize American 
history, challenging the mythic narrative of the founding and settlement of the United States. 
This awareness of settler colonialism’s effect on every aspect of society calls for widespread 
accountability towards dismantling colonial legacies within the Americas. Such a shift in 
understanding has inherent consequences for the arts, raising the question: how do visual 
arts and their institutions function within the settler-colonial context of North America? As 
the subjects of ongoing settler-colonialism, Native American artists are uniquely positioned 
to participate in the dismantlement of the colonial legacy of art museums. Accordingly, this 
essay examines how contemporary indigenous artists lead the post-colonial interrogation 
of the art museum by challenging Western art conventions, the colonial legacy of North 
America, and the assumptions of non-Native viewers through their art. I argue that indigenous 
modes of self-representation are instrumental in creating an effective post-colonial art 
rhetoric, and that Native artists achieve this representation by imbuing their art with a sense 
of self-determination that can be understood through indigenous survivance. Through an 
examination of Jeffery Gibson’s recent exhibition, Like A Hammer, I explore how survivance 
is used to interrogate, re-appropriate, dismantle, and then rebuild the (re)presentations of 
indigeneity beyond the mythologized “Indian.” As a result, this essay carefully considers how 
indigenous survivance interrupts settler-colonial narratives and museum spaces.
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Introduction
In the summer of 1988, contemporary American artist Jimmie Durham co-published 
“The Ground Has Been Covered” in Artforum with art critic Jean Fisher. Within the first 
few paragraphs of Fisher’s contribution to the piece, she states: “Indigenous America is 
outside representation, unrepresentable, except as a phantasm masquerading under the 
misnomer ‘Indian’” (101). Here, Fisher defines the “Indian” as an invented category of false 
representations, a caricature of the diverse populations of the indigenous peoples of what is 
now called North America. The Indian has been embedded into the mythology of the history 
of the United States of America and has functioned as a justification for the violence of colonial 
settlement—i.e. genocide.1 The Indian is a trope that, by 1988, Fisher was well equipped 
to dismantle, and Durham was plainly fed up with, but the issues they address go beyond 
misrepresentation. As Native arts scholar Nancy Marie Mithlo (Chiricahua Apache) notes, 
“images [can] have consequences—bias in sports imagery, children’s literature, or clothing 
advertisement result in psychological damage or even physical violence” (105). According to 
Mithlo, the importance of Native representation is far greater than dismantling stereotypes. 
The erasure of indigenous self-determined representation, political sovereignty, and the 
American Genocide from history are all at stake.
The history of Western engagement with indigenous American art goes back centuries, 
to the first contact between Europeans and the indigenous tribes of the Caribbean and 
Eastern Coastal territories. The earliest collections of Native objects were usually divided into 
two categories: the scientific and the aesthetic (Bernstein 57-74). As time progressed, these 
categories evolved and eventually shaped how indigenous art was treated within the Western 
art rhetoric. With the rising popularity of museums in the mid-19th century, Native art objects 
were often relegated to ethnographic museums, creating the myth of “the dying race” and 
producing the narrative and representation of the indigenous “Other” (Bernstein 57-74). 
According to Ruth B. Phillips, it was not until the 1930s that “aesthetic” indigenous objects 
started appearing in art galleries and museums as a part of an appreciation of “primitive 
art” (97-112). The 1960s and 70s marked a noted shift in the rhetoric surrounding Native art 
production, due in part to the counterculture hippie movement, which aestheticized and 
fetishized “The Indian,” and a thriving “primitive art market” (Bernstein 57-74). By the mid-
80s, the effect of shifting considerations of Native art, as well as the transport of “new art 
history” from London to America, was visible both in scholarship and in art practice (Phillips 
97-112).
The 1980s and 1990s ushered in an unprecedented era of indigenous self-representation 
within the arts that was led by indigenous artists such as James Luna, Edgar Heap of Birds, 
Kay WalkingStick, Jaune Quick-to-See Smith, and Harry Fonseca. Indigenous and non-Native, 
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allied art historians, critics, and curators—such as W. Jackson Rushing III, Paul Chaat Smith, 
Bruce Bernstein, Lorretta Todd and Gerald McMaster—followed suit and reshaped the rhetoric 
of indigenous art. Durham and Fisher were both key figures in this moment of contemporary 
Native art production, and their joint article is one of the key texts that has influenced the 
discipline of Native art and its study2 (Hill). Though “The Ground Has Been Covered” was 
written in the wake of flourishing self-determination within the indigenous art community, 
the article was also deeply influenced by deconstructionist and post-colonial theory, evidenced 
by Fisher’s citation of Edward Said, Homi Bhabha, and Jacques Derrida. As Fisher illustrated 
over thirty years ago, post-colonial theory has allowed for the recontextualization of American 
history and all the facets which make up contemporary American society, including art. Since 
1988, the mythic narrative of the founding and settlement of the United States has been proven 
to be just that: a myth. Work by indigenous academics, such as Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz and 
Glen Sean Coulthard (amongst many others), have not only made North American indigenous 
revisionist histories and post-colonial rhetoric more accessible, but they have also made it clear 
that the awareness of settler colonialism’s effect on every aspect of society calls for widespread 
accountability toward dismantling colonial legacies within the Americas.  
With these insights in mind, this essay aims to examine the role of contemporary 
indigenous art in leading the post-colonial interrogation of the art museum. It is my 
intention to investigate how indigenous artists are challenging the colonial legacy of North 
America, of Western art conventions, and the assumptions of non-Native viewers through 
their art, specifically within the museum setting. Indigenous artists, when taking part in the 
dominant contemporary art discourse, are forced to negotiate with the histories of settler 
colonialism and genocide. They are also confronted by the legacy of museums in creating 
and maintaining settler narratives and the super-imposed segregation of Native art from 
mainstream art movements, both of which upheld and enabled the settler-colonial projects 
of Canada and the United States. Despite these challenges, Native artists—as the subjects of 
ongoing settler-colonialism—are uniquely positioned to dismantle the colonial legacy of art 
museums. Therefore, I argue that indigenous modes of self-representation are instrumental 
in creating an effective post-colonial art rhetoric. Further, I argue that Native artists achieve 
this self-representation by imbuing their art with a sense of self-determination that can be 
understood through the concept of “survivance,” or an assertion of indigenous identity 
(Vizenor 1). By first exploring how indigenous survivance inherently challenges settler-
colonial narratives and museum spaces, I demonstrate how survivance becomes a productive 
tool that indigenous artists can use to engage the reality of colonization. I then examine 
indigenous artist Jeffrey Gibson’s recent museum exhibition, Like A Hammer, as an example 
of how indigenous survivance is utilized to interrogate, re-appropriate, dismantle, and then 
rebuild the (re)presentations of indigeneity within art discourse. Gibson’s artworks, such as 
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Freedom, references Modern art but incorporates Native materials and design aesthetics, clearly 
demonstrating how indigenous artists can refuse the categorization of “Indian” while still 
imbuing their art with indigeneity and a sense of survivance. 
Decolonizing the Museum and Indigenous Survivance 
In recent months, there has been a flurry of backlash against major museums for a 
variety of complex reasons. One message, however, seems clear: activists, institutions’ staff 
members, and the public are ready to hold art institutions accountable for both their public 
presentations and their more “private” actions. For example, in November of 2018, the 
Associations of American Indian Affairs (AAIA) published sharp critiques of The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art’s exhibition Art of Native America: the Charles and Valerie Diker Collection, which 
was on display within their American art wing (Angeleti). The Charles and Valerie Diker 
collection is arguably the most significant privately-owned collection of Native art and artifacts 
in the country, yet many of the hundred-plus promised gifts and loans from the collection 
on display would be eligible for return under the Native American Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) if they were not privately owned (Angeleti). Furthermore, 
the AAIA argued that the situation was exacerbated by the Met’s failure to, “consult with 
affiliated tribal representatives to perform their due diligence” (Angeleti). According to the 
AAIA, the Met’s, “first mistake was to call [the] objects art,” since many of the works within 
the exhibition are not art but ceremonial or funerary objects that, “could only have ended up 
in a private collection through trafficking and looting” (Angeleti). This indicates that the Met, 
one of the most prestigious and prominent art museums in the world, either knowingly or 
unknowingly used the Diker’s private collection to effectively evade NAGPRA while on some 
level misrepresenting the meaning of the objects and culture of the tribes to which they belong. 
Both situations would seem almost unfathomable considering the resources and capabilities of 
the Met, yet it still happened.
The demands for institutional accountability are becoming more widespread amongst 
diverse groups as calls to action have extended far beyond ethical representation. For example, 
in December 2018, a protest theater group began leading unofficial “Stolen Good Tours” at 
the British Museum in London, calling for the repatriation of stolen indigenous objects from 
around the world and asking the museum to end its sponsorship with BP Oil (Polonski). Days 
later, Decolonize This Place, a New York based activist group, started protesting the Whitney 
Museum of American Art for its connections to Safariland, the manufacturer of military 
grade tear gas that has been used against both protesters of the Dakota Access Pipeline and 
immigrants at the U.S.-Mexico border (Cascone). Most recently, the Guggenheim museum 
found itself as the site of a die-in protest, with activists demanding that the museum cut ties 
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with the Sackler family for the role they have played in the opium epidemic (Bashira). After 
the protest, the museum formally announced they would no longer accept donations from the 
family (Bashira).
These protests are not isolated events. Altogether, they paint a very clear picture of a 
larger movement coalescing to confront the reality of institutions’ collection, management, and 
funding of the arts. These efforts to reject the narrative of art museums as a “neutral” space 
stem from practices of “institutional critique” starting in the 1960s and 70s, but the notion 
of “decolonizing the museum” is couched in a rhetoric shift past the post-modern, into the 
post-colonial (Krauss and Foster 688). As a result, undertaking a post-colonial revaluation 
of museums’ role in oppressive and exclusionary art practices means recognizing that they 
are foundationally colonial institutions that are, in North America at least, often sitting 
on unconceded indigenous lands. But beyond recognition, what does it really look like to 
“decolonize this place”? As Durham pointed out in 1988, “(white Americans) have made 
everything [their] turf. In every field, on every issue, the ground has already been covered” 
(99-104). Does this coverage include theory? This question is pertinent because although 
art history’s and art criticism’s engagement with post-colonial rhetoric is relatively recent, 
indigenous resistance against European colonization is not (Philips 97-112).
Decolonization has been an ongoing struggle since the beginning of colonization. 
In almost all ways, the indigenous struggle against the settler-colonial state precedes post-
colonial theory, as indigenous poet Gwen Nell Westernman (Dakota/Cherokee) illustrates 
within the poem “Theory doesn’t live here”: 
My Grandparents never talked
about theory, decolonization, or
post-colonial this or that.
They talked about
good times and bad times.
Their self-determination was
not a struggle against
colonialism affecting their
self-imagination.
They worked hard to survive.
They didn’t imagine themselves
through story. They knew themselves
through the stories they heard
as they sat under the kitchen table
listening to the old people talk.
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They didn’t need theory
to explain where they came from—they lived it. (65-74)
Westernman’s poem echoes Mithlo’s earlier statement that Native art is inherently connected 
to issues of indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. In both arenas, and more frankly 
in all arenas of modern aboriginal life, the continuation of indigenous peoples and their 
knowledges and ways of being inherently resist settler-colonialism. As Dunbar-Ortiz points 
out, “surviving genocide… is resistance” (3).
Refusing to recognize the different stakes between the lived reality of settler-colonialism 
for indigenous people and for settlers erases the distinction between the settler-colonial 
strategy and the indigenous tactic. Within Michel de Certeau’s seminal work, The Practice of 
Everyday Life, he defines a “tactic” as the non-proper or non-institutional creation of space, 
stating, “the place of a tactic belongs to the other” (xix). Strategy, on the other hand, can be 
defined as an institutional employment of will and power to create a space of domination 
(Certeau xix). De Certeau’s conception of tactic parallels Anishinaabe theorist Gerald Vizenor’s 
notion of “survivance.” Survivance is a purposefully hard to define concept concerning 
indigenous assertions of identity and modes of address, but is nonetheless, “inevitably and 
just… in Native stories, natural reason, remembrance, traditions and customs” (Vizenor 85). 
Grant Arnold, curator at the Vancouver Art Gallery (VAG), notes that, 
While, survivance can take many forms, its crucial feature is a sense of presence that 
emerges out of a rhetorical act to counter the historical absence and powerlessness 
established by and through the stereotypes and simulations of “Indian-ness” that 
circulate in the imagination of the colonizer. (20)
Survivance emphasizes a cultural reorientation towards the continuity of indigenous 
peoples’ past, present, and future. Therefore, if survival is resistance, then “survivance” is an 
indigenous “tactic” of decolonization. 
 Native artists whose work engages in this “sense of presence…to counter…
simulations of ‘Indian-ness’ that circulate in the imagination of the colonizer” (Arnold 
20) are centered in an art practice of indigenous survivance; therefore, their art becomes a 
powerful tactic of decolonial resistance. Jeffery Gibson (Choctaw/Cherokee) is a contemporary 
artist whose practice effectively exemplifies the concept of survivance. Gibson observes the 
continuity of indigeneity in varying and complex ways, but there is a clear overlap in the 
concepts that he explores in his art with the ideas of Vizenor and de Certeau. By infusing 
his art with his own sense of survivance, Gibson challenges the colonial legacy of museums 
while simultaneously bringing indigeneity into (re)presentation as something other than the 
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mythologized “Indian.”
 To further flesh out the concept of survivance and how it appears in art praxis, 
I explore the ways in which Gibson challenges accepted narratives and representations 
of Native Americans, asking viewers to reconsider colonial histories and the space of the 
museum. To accomplish this, I focus on how Gibson traces “continuity that extends from the 
past through the present to the future” (Arnold 20), while examining how his exhibition, Like 
A Hammer, embodied ideas of indigenous futurism by actively innovating contemporary art 
through his use of indigenous materials and engagement with non-dominant forms of culture.
Before advancing further into the case study, it is important to recognize the role that 
research, academia, and theory play in creating and reinforcing colonial epistemological 
dominance and systems of white supremacy. According to Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith 
in Decolonizing Methodologies,
Systems of classification and representation enable different traditions or fragments of 
traditions to be retrieved and reformulated in different contexts as discourses, and then 
to be played out in systems of power and domination, with real material consequences 
for colonized peoples. (93)
It is widely acknowledged that museums are foundationally a colonial space, and that 
both museum collectors and anthropologists have historically facilitated colonization and 
settlement (Lonetree 19). But what is often obscured and overlooked within contemporary 
academia is the continuation of the settler-colonial project and the ways in which scholars and 
researchers are instrumental to the everyday processes of settler colonization. Because of this, 
my project should be understood as a form of representation of indigeneity that is informed 
by a colonial legacy. For this reason, it is important for me to recognize my positionality as a 
settler on Duwamish land who inevitably reproduces colonial modes of knowledge production 
in my pursuit to better understand indigenous art. While this project is entrenched in colonial 
epistemologies and modes of knowledge production, I intend to emphasize the importance 
of self-determination for Native artists and synthesize how these voices, specifically Gibson’s, 
complicate the Western art discourse.
Indigenous Futurism: Jeffrey Gibson’s Like a Hammer
Anishinaabe scholar Grace L. Dillon formally defined indigenous futurism in 2003 as, 
“a movement that interrogates latest conditions in Native-centered worlds liberated by the 
imagination,” and is primarily a literary movement but is also explored through film, video, 
games, comics, fashion, visual arts, and music (Lukavic 97).  During a lecture at the Seattle 
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Art Museum, Dillon described indigenous futurism as necessarily anti-Anthropocene—that 
is, against humankind’s dramatic, negative effect on the environment, land, and climate—but 
not in a regressive sense. Instead of calling for a return to the relationship human societies had 
with the land before the onset of modernity, indigenous futurism focuses on dramatically re-
imagining the future as a departure from the contemporary.
Indigenous futurism grows out of or alongside the similar movement of Afrofuturism. 
Often thought of as starting with African American Jazz musicians of the 40s, Afrofuturism 
is a cultural aesthetic movement that combines science fiction, African history, and magical 
realism with the past, present, and future experiences of Black American society in order to 
positively reconceptualize what is possible (Yaszek 41-60). In Afrofuturism, time becomes 
a fluid concept where the “now is now, but the past is now and the future is too” (Lukavic 
29). In this way, both Afrofuturism and indigenous futurism parallel notions of survivance, 
inherently disregarding the need to adhere to Western paradigmatic understandings of time 
and receive validation from the dominant white culture. It is in this way that Jeffrey Gibson 
embodies survivance, through aptly incorporating aspects of indigenous futurism within his 
art. Gibson’s art is centered on encouraging himself and his viewers to reimagine the future as 
something outside of Western paradigmatic colonial hierarchies and oppressive mentalities, an 
act which challenges settler-colonial control of colonized spaces such as the museum. Jeffrey 
Gibson’s Like a Hammer was the Seattle Art Museum’s (SAM) first special exhibition featuring 
a solo contemporary indigenous artist, which, according to Seattle Times writer Gayle Clemans, 
“[felt] very of the moment.” Clemans notes that Gibson’s exhibition seems like the culmination 
of increased engagement “in conversations about…contemporary Native American art, with 
several recent exhibitions at the Frye Art Museum and last year’s SAM exhibition of three 
contemporary Native artists…alongside historical photographs of indigenous people by 
Edward Curtis.” There were also two other recent, smaller exhibitions featuring Native artist 
at the SAM, showcasing Haida artist Robert Davidson (2013) and Apsáalooke (Crow) artist 
Wendy Red Star (2017).
Gibson’s art is an exciting fusion of Native aesthetics, queer cultural references, 
poetry, music, and Afrofuturist influences, all framed by a contemporary art practice. Being 
of Choctaw and Cherokee descent, Gibson challenges typical representations of indigeneity 
within the museums by incorporating native materials, aspects of powwow regalia, and queer 
club culture into a legacy of abstract art. Although Gibson’s art is spectacular and the inclusion 
of his exhibition historically significant, it is not long ago that a queer indigenous artist and 
their art would not have had this kind of platform in the museum space, even in Seattle where 
social rhetoric makes queer and indigenous aesthetics hyper visible (even if appropriative at 
times).  The Seattle Times review of Like a Hammer divulges such truths by calling it (somewhat 
patronizingly so), “timely” (Clemans). As the title “Like a Hammer” reveals, Gibson creates art 
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that aims to “deconstruct and rebuild,” which can simultaneously configure a presence within 
the contemporary art world that unsettles the historically colonial spaces of museums and 
Western art, and can envisage a future for America that radically departs from existing systems 
of oppressive control (Lukavic 34). By attempting to dismantle and then reconstruct notions 
of indigeneity within the museum, Gibson avoids what Nancy Marie Mithlo points out, “is 
illustrative of the twin tensions that seem inseparable in a platform that seeks inclusion: a 
perceived assimilation to standard art canons, countered by the claim to cultural specificity” 
(87). Through his art practice and within Like a Hammer, Gibson refuses assimilation by 
innovating his modern art practice through transformative uses of indigenous materials and 
indigenous futurism, which subverts Mithlo’s idea of the “tension of inclusion.”
Two of Gibson’s artworks in which he deconstructs museum art norms through the 
use of Native materials are Freedom and Head on. Both of these works break free of Western 
art’s modes of representation through the use of indigenous materials in the artwork, more 
specifically the use of rawhide. The first of these, Freedom, is a twenty-one foot long by nine feet 
tall giant parfleche, which is a rawhide container made from repurposed tipi poles, rawhide 
lacing, artificial sinew, buffalo hide, acrylic paint, and glass and plastic beads. The object is an 
oversized version of the carrying containers which Native women of the plains would use to 
transport meat, firewood, and family belongings (Lukavic 136). The bright dayglo color acrylic 
paint and abstracted geometric design is reminiscent both of minimalist paintings by the likes 
of Sol Lewitt or Frank Stella, and of Osage ribbon work and traditional parfleche decoration of 
plains indigenous women artists during the 19th century and into the early 20th century.3 
 The two most noteworthy characteristics of Freedom are the object’s large size and the 
use of modernist painting on buffalo rawhide. By making the parfleche so oversized, Freedom 
intrudes into the museum, encroaching into the personal space of the spectator. Within the 
SAM, Freedom controlled museum visitors’ movement through the show, forcing viewers to 
avoid and move around it to either observe the work or to go see another piece. By intervening 
into the space of the gallery and disrupting viewers’ movement, Gibson forces museum 
goers to address the artwork in one way or another, even if just to circumvent it. In turn, he 
asks viewers to engage with the next most important element of the work: the contested and 
contrasted realm between Native and Modernist abstraction. Encountering Freedom, a museum 
visitor might first notice the creamy off-white color and pilled, soft-to-the-touch texture of the 
buffalo hide, or maybe take note of the small, left-over clumps of buffalo hair and traces of 
blood at the edges of the hide. They might then glance up and see acrylic-paint designs that 
look more reminiscent of the art of SAM’s Big Picture: art after 1945 exhibition than anything 
within the Native American art galleries, both which sit on the third floor of the museum. 
In this moment, Gibson presents an onlooker with two separate historical narratives of art 
history. The first credits Modern artists like the Cubist, the Abstract Expressionist, and the 
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Minimalist by cementing the practice of abstraction within fine art discourse. The other version 
of history recognizes 19th century plains women as the artistic heritage of the geometric, 
colorful abstraction painted upon the raw buffalo hide of Gibson’s Freedom. By presenting 
both histories, crediting both the colonial and indigenous legacies of abstraction, Gibson 
complicates accepted art historical discourse and common beliefs about Native art and culture. 
He brings the debate of craft verses art, the critical role of women in art making, and Native 
women’s legacy of creating abstract markers of identity into a space that has historically 
privileged white male artists.
Head On’s use of indigenous materials functions in a very similar manner. The artwork 
is comprised of a twenty-inch-tall antique shaving mirror from the 19th century, which 
Gibson has covered in deer hide, artificial sinew, and acrylic paint. The pattern on the deer 
hide reflects the dayglo geometric pattern on the buffalo hide of Freedom, but instead of 
using a Native object to contest museum goers’ perception of Native art, Gibson confronts 
viewers with an indigenized Western object to further complicate the identity of the viewers 
themselves. The act of looking into an antique shaving mirror requires an onlooker to direct 
their gaze into a masculine, colonial object, but instead of a reflection of the self, as one might 
otherwise expect, something indigenous and feminine looks back. The masculine, colonial gaze 
in art often functions as a reaffirmation of the colonial identity by giving the settler both the 
right to look and the ability to be seen within fine art objects. By wrapping the mirror in deer 
hide, Gibson contains the colonial object through indigeneity. He therefore not only denies 
the gaze and reflection of the colonizer, but also questions the act of looking for a verification 
of their identities in the first place. On top of this, Gibson not only subverts the colonial gaze 
through indigenous materials, but utilizes the indigenous origin of his abstract design again. 
Therefore, he replaces the masculine nature of a shaving mirror with an art practice whose 
heritage is traced to indigenous women, a powerful acknowledgement to Native women’s role 
in decolonial resistance against a patriarchal-colonial system of oppression.
 Both Head On and Freedom disrupt expected representations of indigeneity and 
destabilize the Western art discourse of the museum space through the incorporation 
of indigenous materials and art practices, which effectively resists easy “assimilation to 
standard art canons” (Mithlo 87). Resisting assimilation repositions “the conversation away 
from the perception of inclusion or exclusion in mainstream dialogues towards recognition 
of alternative knowledge systems at play,” which, according to Mithlo, “demands that 
convergences and chasms among various art systems be directly addressed” (89). This 
‘repositioning’ of Native art and the corresponding ‘demand to directly address’ the 
meeting points and distance between Native and Western art are both important steps 
toward rebuilding indigenous representation after dismantling colonial stereotypes, which 
is an essential aspect of indigenous futurism. Therefore, Gibson’s ability and willingness to 
130
incorporate indigenous materials and aesthetics into his art practice undermines hegemonic art 
hierarchies following in the footsteps of Afrofuturists like funk musician George Clinton and 
early Native futurist Harry Fonseca (Nisenan Maidu). Like Clinton, Gibson acknowledges the 
reality of life’s circumstances, but refuses to accept the certainty of such futures, allowing him 
the freedom to imagine a reality beyond historical trauma and the constraints of the colonial 
mentality (Lukavic 31). Likewise, he often cites the influence of Harry Fonseca, best known 
for his Coyote series in the late-seventies and eighties, who, according to Gibson, “scratched 
the surface of Native futurism,” but failed to push the sentiment farther than equality within 
white culture (Lukavic 32). In light of this critique, Gibson’s art diverges from Fonseca’s as he 
attempts to manifest a future that denounces traditional hierarchal relationships to power and 
instead forges new alternatives. 
 Within Like A Hammer, Gibson explores indigenous futurism through two main sources: 
dance and language. The first of these is best embodied by Gibson’s “club kid” sculptures. 
Much of Gibson’s art practice is devoid of figurative representation, and outside of videos 
of his performance works, the only noticeable figures within the exhibition were the club 
kids. These sculptures are intensely adorned with metal studs, glass beads, crystals, rawhide, 
Figure 1 Birds of a Feather, Courtesy of the artist and Roberts Projects, Los 
Angeles, California; Photo. Peter Mauney
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jingles, fringe, wool, and other materials which are reminiscent of Native, punk, and queer 
aesthetics. Figures such as Watching Forever or BIRDS OF A FEATHER (Fig. 1) recall both 
powwow regalia (jingles, fringe, beading, etc.) and queer club culture (studs, chokers, bright 
colors, gloves, etc.), which are equally important to Gibson’s employment of dance within his 
futurism. For Gibson, both the powwow and queer dance clubs are places of freedom; freedom 
to express individual identities, build community, and practice culture, all through dance. By 
embracing the energy and freedom of dance, Gibson’s sculptures, according to Roy Boney 
Jr. and America Meredith, “metaphorically dance on the grave of the cliché ‘walking in two 
worlds.’ Instead they span multiverses” (38). By combining queer and Native dance aesthetics 
with the use of twenty-first century technology—laptop generated dance music, “pixilated” 
bead work, the use of the RBG spectrum model in several works, etc.—Gibson undermines 
binaries between Native/queer and Western/straight, technology and culture, dreamt futurisms 
and historical authenticity, and invites the audience into co-creating and imagining an open-
ended and non-hierarchical future with him.
In addition to Gibson’s incorporation of the club dance music of his youth into his 
art, Gibson manifests his dreams of an indigenous movement towards the future with 
language. The titles of his artworks are inspired by and based off song lyrics, poems, and 
bold statements, and are integrated into his pieces of art with some titles being beaded into 
the objects themselves. For example, in BIRDS OF A FEATHER (Fig. 1), the viewer finds Tim 
Curry’s 1978 song title embroidered across the figures’ chest. Head On was named after the 
1989 hit by British post-punk band The Jesus and Mary Chain, which Gibson would have 
heard in the clubs of London when he was earning his MFA at the Royal College of Art. 
Gibson’s use of language moves beyond creating a feeling or mood, however. As curator Sara 
Raza notes, Gibson’s art “demonstrates through text and title with the analogy of variable art 
registers as binary oppositions” (70) where language and visual art are separate from each 
other. Again, Gibson dismantles such binaries by focusing his art practice on indigenous 
futurisms, while his use of text and language compels the piece to be more effective. Nowhere 
is this clearer than in OUR FREEDOM IS WORTH MORETHAN OUR PAIN.
  This piece is a nine-and-a-half-foot tall pair of punching bags that are hanging on a 
giant Scale of Justice. The repurposed punching bags are fully covered with glass beads, 
forming a geometric patterned background to the phrase “our freedom is worth more than our 
pain,” which wraps around each bag five times. The beading and brass studs are reminiscent 
of the pixilated, geometric designs found on Gibson’s “club kids,” and recalls Native and 
queer visuals. The act of covering Everlast punching bags with beading becomes an evocative 
strategy to decentralize the violence of the object through indigeneity. This act is a powerful 
diffusion of violence through art and is ‘enough’ in itself to make the piece engaging, but with 
the addition of the embroidered statement around the bags a new question is raised: how does 
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someone weigh human experiences like freedom or pain? As it is presented, one bag is heavier 
than the other, and the scales of justice tip to the left—assumedly towards freedom and away 
from pain. Through the intersectional combination of dance culture, Native aesthetics, music, 
and language in both the club kids and OUR FREEDOM IS WORTH MORE THAN OUR PAIN, 
Gibson moves towards indigenous futurism by deconstructing binaries and decentralizing 
violence and pain in the pursuit of freedom and expression.  
While walking through Like a Hammer at the SAM, the viewer cannot avoid recognizing 
the key role that museums play in the historical legacy of the colonial projects of the Americas. 
In Decolonizing Museums, Amy Lonetree points out that “museums can be a very painful site 
for Native people as they are intimately tied to the Colonial process” (19) since most museums 
were often founded from the collections of wealthy individuals who had fetishized and 
accumulated—sometimes through outright theft—indigenous cultural objects, artifacts, art 
pieces, and bodies of indigenous peoples themselves. Even with Gibson’s exhibition on view, 
the conversations critical of museums ethics of collection and representation are not without 
cause. In comparison to the two special exhibitions that featured contemporary indigenous 
artists at the SAM (Gibson included), The Diker collection (the same exhibition critiqued by 
the AAIA while on view at the Met) has visited the SAM twice in the past 15 years alone and 
as recently as 2015. Within the institution of the museum, settler colonialism is not solely about 
collection, but also re-arrangement, re-presentation, and re-distribution (Smith 122-123). For 
this reason, the history of ethnography and anthropologic art representations of indigenous 
people, such as the photographs taken by Edward Curtis, can never be fully separated from 
museum spaces. Museums will always carry this colonial inheritance; however, indigenous 
exhibitions engaging with topics of survivance, such as Gibson’s artwork within Like A 
Hammer, create possibilities to reorient the museum visitor towards the future without erasing 
the reality of colonization. This reorientation exemplifies what French feminist philosopher 
Hélène Cixous says about Gibson’s art and its ability to engage in “Displacement without 
rejection, without denial” (112). This assertion closely reflects Gerald Vizenor’s statement that 
“Native survivance [is] renunciations of dominance, tragedy and victimry,” which is a radical 
step towards creating indigenous space within the museum.
Native Geographies
 
Jeffrey Gibson engages with multiple elements of survivance within his artworks, the 
result of which, I contend, has allowed his exhibition to take part in creating what Native 
scholar Natchee Blu Barnd calls an “indigenous geography” (1). Within his book, Native Space: 
Geographic Strategies to Unsettle Settler Colonialism, Barnd states that by manifesting Native 
space, “Indigenous geographies proclaim we are still here in the most grounded way” since 
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indigeneity is “deeply embedded within and defined by colonial contestations over land in 
geography” (1). In this way, invoking indigeneity becomes a powerful way of reclaiming 
disputed lands through the declaration of presence. Barnd’s insights on Native geography 
parallels feminist philosopher Judith Butler’s theory on the “right to appear,” which she posits 
as:
When bodies gather as they do to express their indignation and to enact their plural 
existence in public space… they are demanding to be recognized, to be valued, they are 
exercising their right to appear, to exercise freedom, and they are demanding a livable 
life. (24-65)
If the right to appear is a demand for freedom, recognition, value, and a livable life, then 
Native geographies can become a powerful “tactic” of spatial reclamation and decolonial 
resistance. Therefore, efforts to expose and interrupt the colonial spatiality of the museum 
must be rooted in indigenizing geographies in the museum space. How then, is a Native 
geography created? Does it happen whenever an indigenous person exercises their right to 
appear, or does it require substantive changes in the constitution of the museum’s spatiality?
 In the wider context of colonialism, which attempted and failed to systematically erase 
all indigenous people within the Americas, declaring a presence and claiming a right to appear 
is a mode of resistance against ongoing conditions of colonialism. As Dunbar-Ortiz states, 
“surviving genocide… is resistance” (3). Therefore, it can be assumed that physically taking 
up space in colonial spaces and demanding rights to existence, freedom, and a quality life are 
acts of decolonial resistance. However, I argue that simply exercising a right to appear is not a 
decolonial tactic as De Certeau would define it, or at least not an indigenous one. De Certeau 
theorized that, “the place of a tactic belongs to the other” (xix), while Barnd expresses that, 
“Settlers…interpreted indigeneity as lacking proper spatiality…The result was conscription 
of the land into the settler spatial systems that erased ‘other ways to relate geography 
and identity’” (14). Since colonial spatiality is organized to deny indigenous spatiality, 
exercising a “right to appear” as an indigenous person or artist continues to function within a 
Western paradigm of spatial practice; although it can temporarily unsettle the space and the 
people in it, the “right to appear” cannot, alone, result in land reclamation, repatriation, or 
indigenization. Therefore, asserting a presence is only half the battle. The other half involves 
actively re-envisioning indigenous conceptions of space. Herein lies the significance of these 
artists’ utilization of survivance, as the concept becomes central to cultivating an indigenous 
geography within the colonial space of the museum.
As Gerald Vizenor describes it, survivance is already “an active sense of presence over 
absence, deracination, and oblivion” (85). Therefore, survivance is always already asserting a 
134
right to appear in its multiple configurations. Additionally, Vizenor describes survivance as the 
“creation of identity” produced through the resistance to simulations and cultural dominance, 
continuance of stories, and strategic visions of the future (85). In providing a physical sense of 
presence and the creation of indigenous identity, survivance moves beyond declaring a right to 
appear towards forging Native geographies. Gibson engages with all aspects of the creation of 
identity in his attempts to (re)present indigeneity to his viewers. He actively resists simulations 
of “Indian-ness” in the mind of the colonizer through centering object and design within 
his artistic production, while demonstrating a clear line of continuity between tradition and 
modernity by presenting aesthetic sovereignty and refuting notions of authenticity. Gibson 
could also aptly be called a “strategic visionary” in his efforts to reorient his viewers towards 
an indigenous future by utilizing indigenous materials to dismantle binaries in the pursuit 
of freedom and expression. Altogether, his exhibition created a Native geography within the 
museum through engaging with survivance by both asserting an active sense of presence and 
claiming an indigenous identity, which is inherently an act of reclamation and decolonial 
resistance. 
What is most effective about contemporary indigenous art is that it is affective. Gibson’s 
works are a claim to creating a brighter, more indigenous, queer, and dance-worthy future 
that cannot help but provide his audience with a sense of hope. The tactics and decolonial 
outcomes enabled by Gibson and his exhibition extend out to a larger Native art community, 
who embody an active quality of survivance, presence, and identity.  In this way, art that 
maintains survivance becomes an evocative claim to self-determined representation and an 
assertion of aesthetic sovereignty, which, within the context of ongoing colonization, subverts 
the colonial legacy of any museum such art is displayed within.
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Notes
1 Indigenous populations existing in North America prior to settler-colonization had their own 
names for their home. Many indigenous communities use the term “turtle island” to reclaim 
their name for North America and upset the Anglicization of their place names. See: Amanda 
Robinson. “Turtle Island,” The Canadian Encyclopedia.
2  It should be noted that Jimmie Durham’s claim to Cherokee heritage is highly contested 
by people within the Cherokee Tribe and Native art community, and fiercely defended by 
others. For my purposes here, I am understanding that Durham was/is a notable figure within 
the American Indian Movement (AIM), and a seminal figure for the Native art community, 
especially during the 70s, 80s, and 90s, and his impact on contemporary Native art rhetoric 
cannot (and should not) be easily erased.
3  Example of a 20th century, Eastern Dakota parfleche from the Brooklyn Museum. https://
www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/130418. For comparison, Frank Stella’s 
Hagmatana III, 1967 https://www.artsy.net/artwork/frank-stella-hagmatana-iii.
